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city with “low and convenient” buildings, designed to be human in 
scale where the sun can light your face on any street. Regardless of 
the other implications and problems created by this law, it rewards 
all residents and visitors to Washington with spectacular views from 
hilltops all across the city and makes it a delight for cyclists.

In the past few years, great improvements have been made to 
Washington’s bicycle infrastructure. With Mayor Adrian Fenty, a 
competitive triathlete, and several progressive-minded Council 
members, support in the DC government for bicycling and “complete 
streets” (streets designed to ensure safe access to all users) has never 
been stronger. The number of bike lanes is consistently increasing, with 
eight miles (13 kilometres) added just in the past year, our new stadium 
has a permanent bike valet service, and bike parking is being installed 
widely across the city. Ground has been broken for the new bike transit 
centre at Union Station which will have parking available for 150 bikes, 
showers, lockers, and a limited shop with mechanics on staff.

After a young cyclist was run over by a dump truck last 
year, Council member Jim Graham proposed the Bicycle Safety 
Enhancement law, which mandates changes to heavy-duty vehicles 
owned by the city to prevent accidents. The law also stipulates that 
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by laura walsh

washington, dc has a reputation for being overrun with politicians, 
interns, lobbyists, tourists, and blandly dressed Hill staffers. But DC is 
a city with many layers. Peel back the surface of regulations, bills, and 
corruption and you will find a city striving to develop and maintain 
its own identity, independent of the looming shadow of the federal 
government. And within this two-faced town is a bustling cycling 
scene that is finding itself and growing daily.

Whether you’re a commuter, a long distance rider, a mountain biker, 
a casual weekender, a polo player, a freak bike builder, or none of the 
above – DC has something for you. Mountain bikers will find themselves 
at home on any number of trails within an hour of the city; Washington 
proper has 50 miles (80 kilometres) of paved bike lanes, not including 
the vast network of bike trails extending into Maryland and Virginia. 
Commuting exclusively on dedicated lanes is becoming easier and as 
the amount of painted bike lanes grows, so does the visibility of riders as 
legitimate users of our roads.

Bounded by Virginia to the southwest and Maryland in all other 
directions, Washington is a compact city. A height law enacted in 
1910 on all buildings within the District’s borders restricts the city’s 
vertical growth. Devoid of towering skyscrapers, Washington is a 
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the good people of dc. photos by joel gwadz

Age: “an immature & sometimes obnoxious 41”
Location: Washington DC, USA the city 
previously known as the AXIS OF EVIL
Occupation: no suit, no tie, yet still the  
basic nine to five
Passion: LIFE. I like living.

joel gwadz aka Gwadzilla is a commuter 
cyclist, off-road biker and Dad living in 
Washington DC. Gwadzilla has been blogging 
since 2003. Photographs of other DC city cyclists 
started showing up in his blog in late 2005 – and 
since that time they have been a regular feature.  
Gwadz says he photographs cyclists because, 
“They keep passing in front of my camera.” But 
he also adds that, “the photographs aid in my 
effort to interact with the city around me.” The 
photos Gwadz takes are not posed portraits – 
more like snapshots with the subjects most often 
speeding by – but they are a lively document of 
the cycling population of DC. Gwadzilla’s photos 
present a visible connection with transportation 
cyclists who are often invisible in the eye of the 
mainstream media. For our focus on DC cycling, 
Gwadzilla shared some of his photos and 
answered a few of our questions:

Does your blog contribute to “Bike Culture?”  
Hearing a person say that they were inspired to 
spend more time doing bicycle-related things with 
their children may be the most powerful example 
of my blog stimulating bicycle culture.

What are the best/worst aspects of being a 
commuter cyclist in DC?
Washington DC is the land of the self 
important. If there was ever a town where the 
mantra of the people is ME ME ME that city 
would be DC. Car drivers are as inconsiderate 
to the rights of other road users as [they are] to 
other cars. A town where everyone thinks they 
are RIGHT no matter what the argument makes 
for some danger on the streets.

How long have you been using a bike for 
transportation and why did you choose to bike?
I have been using the bicycle for transportation 
as soon as I learned to ride a bicycle.

The bicycle was my raft and the streets were 
my river in my youthful Tom Sawyer/Huck Finn 
adventures. A good number of those adventures 
involved rides with to the Chesapeake & Ohio 
(C&O) Canal to go fishing, hiking, or exploring. 
The bicycle got me to a place where I could 
catch turtles and snakes. If I had been driven 
to these places by my parents and dropped 
off it would have been a completely different 
experience… nowhere near the adventure. 

I love urban riding… it makes me feel alive. 
After work I often ride around town… trying to 
get the rhythm of the lights and the traffic and 
ride the wave. The bicycle allows me to interact 
with the city around me. I do not drive past 
people and buildings I interact with people and 
buildings. It is not that I am crossing over the 
landscape but existing as part of the landscape.

Washington DC

profile: joel gwadz www.gwadzilla.blogspot.com
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WABA Gala And Benefit Auction
March 21, 2009
An elegant black tie fundraiser at the German Embassy. 
www.waba.org

Bike To Work Day
May 15, 2009
www.waba.org

WABA Bike Prom
Late May, 2009
A dance party that celebrates bike culture in the DC area 
– a dress-up bike party but less starchy than the Gala 
www.waba.org

Bike DC
September 26-27 2009 
A noncompetitive, community bike ride through 17 
car-free miles of Washington, DC. www.bikedc.net

50 States/13 Colonies Ride
October
The former is an invigorating 65-mile exploration of 
all eight wards, touching each state-named street. 
The latter is a more gentle experience at 15 miles.
www.waba.org/events/50states.php

vehicles must give all bicyclists at least three 
feet of separation when passing. It passed 
unanimously.

Another way the city is getting more people 
on bikes is through the new SmartBike bike 
rental program. After much anticipation, 
Washington launched SmartBike DC in 
2008, and became the first city in the US to 
establish a fully automated bicycle rental 
program. With only 120 bikes in ten locations, 
the program is a mere hiccup compared to 
the 20,000 bicycles in 1,000 stations in Paris. 
Though more modest than its European 
counterparts, it is an important step towards 
widely incorporating bicycles into the larger 
transportation system.

Despite the excitement of being the first city 
to launch a program such as SmartBike, users 
have found that the details do not yet meet the 
needs of Washington’s cycling community. 
While a large part of the local economy depends 
on tourism, the price structure of SmartBike 
keeps rentals out of the hands of visitors. With 
the only subscriptions available for a $40 
annual fee, it only makes sense for full-time 
residents. Because there is a limited number 
of stations located primarily in tourist-heavy 

Make your voice heard at the
2009 national bike summit
March 10-12 Washington, DC

have you ever wondered how Washington, DC 
really works, and if your voice actually makes 
a difference? Come find out first hand at the 
League of American Bicyclists annual National 
Bike Summit, March 10-12. Be a part of the smart 
transportation movement and help ensure 
bicycling is part of the next transportation bill. 
Join fellow advocates, industry leaders, and 
retailers as we speak to the new Congress and 
Administration. The stakes at the National 
Bike Summit this year are incredibly high. In 
the next few months, Congress and the new 
administration will debate how massive 
economic stimulus packages and climate 
change programs will be implemented. A new 
transportation bill – which some estimate could 
have a half-trillion dollar price tag on it – will be 
written. The funds from these three pieces of 
legislation will indelibly shape our communities 
for decades to come, at least as profoundly as the 
Interstate Highway System has transformed our 
communities and our travel habits. Bicyclists 
have simply got to be at the table. 

And that’s why we convene the National 
Bike Summit every year: to be at the table. 
To speak up for cyclists and cycling issues. 
The impact of the National Bike Summit is 
priceless. We gain strength in presenting 
an organized, single voice on Capitol Hill for 
one day: bicycle dealers, tour operators, local 
advocates, business leaders, mountain bikers, 
racers and everyday cyclists alike, speaking 
with one voice. 

A lot of people come to the Summit 
having never participated in anything like 
this before; some have never even been to 
Washington, DC. All around you are Summit 
graduates who not only know the ropes but 
have actually developed relationships with 
their Congressional offices and Members 
of Congress over the years. We’d love to 
have the entire nation’s cyclists attend 
the National Bike Summit. You’ll get a 
better impression of what the national 
bicycling movement is and how it affects 
every American. Ultimately, you’ll get an 
incredible and moving first-hand view of 
how our remarkable democracy works.

 

Find out more at www.bikeleague.org

areas rather than in some of the most densely 
populated neighbourhoods, they’re not easily 
accessible to most residents. 

SmartBike was organized and is now 
managed by advertising behemoth Clear 
Channel. It might seem strange that a company 
with a history of bad relationships with cyclists 
(their radio DJs are infamous for joking about 
running cyclists off the road) would be the one 
charged with running this program, but the 
plans for SmartBike were included with the bus 
shelter construction project awarded to Clear 
Channel several years ago. 

Across the Potomac River lies Arlington, 
Virginia, a progressive transit-forward 
county, that is planning its own bike rental 
program. Unfortunately, because Arlington’s 
program will not be run by Clear Channel, 
the systems will not be compatible – a 
setback that is truly nonsensical in this dense 
and deeply intertwined region.

Still, these infrastructure improvements 
are definitely moving the city forward, and 
many dedicated advocates – including the 
Washington Area Bicyclist Association, 
DDOT staff, along with progressive, creative 

going for the green!

washington, dc events

a solo rider in dc’s chinatown. 
photo by jim darling
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we hosted a happy hour to get some 
impressions of DC biking from various 
riders. The question which received the most 
response was: “What three changes would you 
implement if Mayor Fenty appointed you as the 
DC Bike Czar?” Few could think of only three 
things and several answers were repeated 
throughout. The top suggestions were:

1. Impose a congestion/commuter tax on 
those who drive into the city from Virginia 
and Maryland. Since the population of 
Washington nearly doubles to a million 
during the work week, it is logical that 
those drivers who benefit from our roads 
ought to pay for them. 

2. Install cycle tracks (bike lanes) on all 
arterials and on all future construction.

3. Initiate a widespread education campaign 
about the rules of the road, sharing, and 
how to be both a safe driver and rider; 
delivered through PSAs, driver education 
programs and public schools

4. Complete the trails that are unfinished, 
repair those in disrepair, and begin 
construction on all others.

Age: 31
Occupation: Librarian
Passion: Old fashioned music and the  
bands that play it (including mine)

How long have you been using a bike for 
transportation and why did you choose to bike?
I didn’t start biking daily till I moved to 
Washington DC, dumped the car and bought my 
friend’s Jamis for $75. For me, riding is the most 
convenient choice. Plus, going up hills keeps you 
strong, going down them keeps you young, so 
there’s the physical and mental health benefit.

What do you love about riding a bike in DC?
The climate is favourable, with fairly short 
winters and little to no ice or snow. DC is 

compact geographically, so getting from 
work to home to recreation is doable, even for 
beginners. There are paths that can get you to 
and from terrific destinations while helping 
you forget that you live in a city. And feel much 
safer navigating DC on a bike than on foot. 
While biking cannot guarantee your safety from 
robbery or assault, I am convinced it helps.

Being a “self-propelled person” means: 
Have you ever read Emerson’s Self Reliance? 
What he said.

Anything else you’d like to add?
Join WABA! 

profile: sarah nagel

New DC Bike Map
www.ddot.dc.gov/ddot/lib/ddot/information/ 
bicycle/map/2007/city0.pdf

DDOT Bicycle Program
www.ddot.dc.gov/ddot/cwp/view,a,1250,q,559639.asp

Washington Area Bicyclist Association – www.waba.org

League of American Bicyclists – The national 
advocates, based in DC. www.bikeleague.org

Washcycle – DC stories and links. www.thewashcycle.com

Bike Washington – The recreational bicycling guide to the 
Washington DC Area. www.bikewashington.org

Potomac Pedalers Touring Club –  www.bikepptc.org

National Capital Velo Club –  www.ncvc.net

Mid-Atlantic Off-Road Enthusiasts
www.more-mtb.org

Babes On Bikes –  www.babesonbikes.org

Brother To Brother Sister To Sister United
www.bbssu.org

DC Fixed – Fixed gear focused forum. www.dcfixed.com

thinkers on the DC Council such as Mary 
Cheh and Tommy Wells – are working to 
ensure that Washington becomes a safe place 
with many options for cyclists. It’s refreshing 
to occasionally get caught up in a bicycle 
traffic jam and it’s easy to see the surprise 
and delight of other riders.

DC has a robust and dynamic bike culture 
which is continuously refreshed with new 
personalities and ideas, as more people arrive 
in the city, eager to make an impact. Various 
groups organize rides throughout the week, 
and there is plenty to choose from to suit 
many different needs. 

If you’re a speed-minded rider with 
spandex in your closet, you will find a home 
with the National Capital Velo Club, which 
organizes a weekly espresso ride on Sundays 
as well as sprints during the week. 

If you’re more inclined towards long 
distance rides, check out the Potomac 
Pedalers, one of the largest bicycle clubs in 
the country which holds over 1,000 rides 
every year for every skill level. The Bike Rack, 
a shop in the Logan Circle also holds Sunday 
morning rides of varying distance and skill.

The Washington Area Bicyclist Association 
(WABA) – in addition to being an assiduous 
advocate for the entire region – holds several 
rides every year, two of which are essential for 
seeing Washington in a new and much broader 
light. One of the best non-competitive rides in 
the city is the 50 States ride. Riders are given a 
cue sheet that leads them on a winding path to 
every street named after a state. This 65-mile 
(105 kilometre) course is both gruelling and 
relaxing, and is an excellent way to meet other 
riders. Crossing all eight wards and dozens 
of neighbourhoods, this is one of the best 
opportunities to explore areas of the city that 
are less commonly visited.

The 50 States ride had generally been held 
at the end of August, the most unpleasant 
and sweaty time of year in DC, but was 
moved to October in 2008, making it much 
easier for people to participate without 
risking heat stroke. If 65 miles is too much 
of a commitment, you can sign up for the 13 
Colonies ride, a 15 mile (24 kilometre) scenic 
tour that is held the same day and will still 
leave you with a sense of accomplishment.

For riders looking for informal recreational 
rides, the place to go is DC Fixed, a forum-based 
website that focuses on fixed-gear bikes, bike 
polo, and other social biking events. DC doesn’t 
have a central go-to place for information on 
all things bike-related so advertising smaller 
non organization-based rides is somewhat 
more difficult. One regularly occurring event 
is called “Full Moon Bikes and Wine,” a loose-
knit group of people who gather on the night 
of the full moon every month and ride around 
the city exploring roads, trails, and parks while 
imbibing tasty beverages. A group calling 
itself the “DC Ministry of Bicycling” has 
organized a couple of rides with the express 
purpose of “Making Biking Awesomer.” We 
hope they continue hosting energetic and fun 
group rides in the coming year.

action items for dc mayoradrian fenty
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